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THE REALM OF SGIENCE

THE VALLEY OF TEN THOUSAND SMOKES
*Wm. F. Rigge, S. J.

HE most wonderful and unique geographical wonder

of the world in its own line has lately been discovered

in Alaska. It is called the Valley of Ten Thousand

Smokes, because from innumerable vents of all sizes

and in all directions dense clouds of white smoke

are issuing at all times. This white smoke is mostly

very hot steam mixed with volcanic gases. The val-

ley is about fifteen miles long and about five miles

wide, and is very near the Katmai volcano, the largest in the

world, which had such a terrific eruption six years ago.

The Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes was explored last year

by an expedition under the command of Robert F. Griggs,

financed by the National Geographic Society and described in

the February number of its magazine. There were ten members

of the party and they included three botanists, one topographer,

one photographer, zoologist, chemist, entomologist and two pack-

ers. The account they published of their discoveries reads like

a story from another world, totally different from the one we

are living in. And their forty-seven fine illustrations give very

vivid pictures of what they saw.

The white smoke issuing from the crevices everywhere was

so hot that its temperature was above the reach of the thermom-

eters the party carried. Food could be cooked with the greatest

facility over any vent, large or small, and it was very dangerous

to expose oneself to the scalding vapor as it camel out of the

ground. The beat was so intense that except for frying bacon

and flapjacks, it had all the convenience of a stove. And at night

when the men prepared to sleep, they put their blankets under
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them to protect themselves against the heat of the ground in

order to make sleep at all possible.

And alongside of the steaming hot vapor were masses of

ice from glaciers, so that food that was to be kept cool and food

that was cooking were often only a few feet apart. The steam

melted the ice and formed lakes and rivers. Some of the water

was so hot that if it had contained fish they might have been

cooked in it before being taken off the hook. And often it re-

quired only a waive of the hand in the water to pass from an

ice-cold to a scalding-hot temperature.

Treading on such hot ground with steam all about, was like

walking on a live volcano, which it most probably was. There

was no telling at what moment a terrific eruption or a tremend-

ous blast of vapor might take place. Often when a foot was

placed accidentally on a thin crust, steam came spouting out

of the hole. The force with which the gases rushed out of the

larger vents was often so great that stones tossed into them were

held up for quite a while.

Except for insects that had ventured too near the escaping

gases or had been suddenly overtaken by them, there was no

sign of life anywhere in the great valley. There was not even

wood wherewith to build a fire.

The gases were mostly steam mixed with odors of hydro-

chloric acid and hydrogen sulphide. They were not dangerous

except when one ventured too near the escaping jets. There

was, of course, much sulphur everywhere, and there was a great

play of colors in some places, although the greater part of the

ground was mostly hot mud.

This Valley of Ten Thousand Smokes has nothing in the

world that can be compared to it. Nothing approaching it has

ever been seen by the eye of man.


